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Introduction
Thirty to forty years back, in the same place where we are sitting now, my grand-mother once said that we would soon go back to Israel.
Though she said this in response to our complaint of the intolerable noise from the adjoining Hindu temple, I became serious and asked why we don't return to Israel now. I already knew through the newspapers that the two of the Tribes (Judah and Binyamin) were returning to Israel since1948 and so I asked my grand-mother. She said we -the Bene Ephraim -are chosen for taking sufferings on us. We have to stay back and fulfil the Covenant. That was the first oral tradition that I have heard of.
[Excerpt from an interview with Shmuel Yacobi, October 2009] The community of the Bene Ephraim emerged in the late 1980s in coastal Andhra (south India) from a group of Christianised Madiga untouchables who claimed a history that connected them to the ancient kingdom of Israel. The group formally announced their new religious affiliation in 1991, when its leaders established a synagogue in the village of Kothareddypalem in Guntur district -the first ever Jewish hall of worship in the history of the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh. At the moment the community consists of about 40 families who joined the movement to be recognised as 'lost' Jews. Subsequently, they began observing Sabbath, eating kosher food, and circumcising their male children. Community leaders also wrote new narratives of origin claiming that their congregation were the descendants of the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel, and possibly, specifically of the Tribe of Ephraim. Although these traditions are, at times, conflicting and fractured, they all emphasise the antiquity of the Bene Ephraim and the authenticity of their Jewish past.
Bene Ephraim and the history of Judaising movements
Tudor Parfitt and Emanuela Trevisan-Semi have observed that the history of Judaism has been characterised by a tension between the conflicting tendencies towards universalism, on the one hand, and particularism, on the other. They remind us that though Judaism has never been an actively proselytising religion, there has always been a small 'trickle' of converts into Judaism. In the twentieth century, this 'trickle' has turned into a more powerful 'stream' of communities who, in one way or another, embraced Jewish identity (2002: vii) . Some of these groups did so by claiming physical descent from the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel.
The narrative of the Lost Tribes goes back to the Biblical tradition, according to which ancient Hebrews belonged to the twelve tribes descending from the sons of Jacob (renamed Israel by an angel) -a patriarch of the Jewish people with whom God made a covenant. The tribes were divided into two kingdoms. Ten of them inhabited the northern kingdom, while the rest occupied the southern. As a result of the Assyrian invasion of the eighths century BCE, the ten tribes of the northern kingdom were driven out of their country. Nothing is known about what happened to them in exile, however, the myth about the Lost Tribes of Israel has had a lively history (Parfitt 2002) . 1 In modern times, the narrative of the Ten Lost Tribes developed as a new means for understanding and relating to people and cultures previously 1 For wider discussion of the history of the Lost Tribes, see also Ben-Dor Benite 2009. unknown to Europeans (Parfitt and Trevisan Semi 2002: ix) . The notion of 'lost Jews' has been widely used by Christian missionaries, who turned to the legend of the Ten Tribes to explain new and 'exotic' communities. Thus, the Lost Tribes were 'found' in Kashmir, Tibet, and Afghanistan, to name just a few such 'discoveries' (Parfitt 2002: 117-132 A number of groups became attracted to Judaism because the historical experience of suffering of the Jewish people seemed to provide a new model for explaining -and thereby making more tolerable -their own conditions of discrimination (Parfitt and Trevisan Semi 2002: viii) . In the twentieth century numerous groups claiming Jewish descent emerged in Africa and among African
American communities (Bruder 2008) . For the latter, affiliation to the Jewish people contained a promise for a more solid historical grounding and more positive collective memories than those associated with slave trade (Markowitz et al 2003) . 3 In Africa Judaising communities also found analogies in the experiences of their people and the Jews (Bruder 2008: 134) .
These movements may indeed be seen as manifestations of the more 'universalist' tendencies in Judaism. They emerged relatively recently, and in many cases their 'starting points' did not involve documented 'genealogical' connections with other Jewish people. However, at the same time, they 2 For a detailed discussion of the Jewish communities of India, including Bene Israel, see Isenberg 1998 , Katz 2000 , Roland 1999 , Katz et al 2007 , Weil 2002 was not its outcome.
Retrieving Old Memories
The community of Madiga represents one of the poorest and most discriminated against segments of Indian society, and has been placed in the lowest status among the Dalit (untouchable) groups of the state. Demographically, the Madiga constitute 46.94% of the total scheduled caste (former untouchable or Dalit) population of the state, which, according to 2001 census is placed at twelve million (Muthaiah 2004: 197-198 The oral tradition of the Bene Menashe describes their exodus from Israel via Assyria, and a sojourn in Persia, before being driven out to Afghanistan. From Afghanistan, they went further east to Hindu-Kush, crossed Tibet, and finally stopped in China. After a hundred years in China, they were again driven out towards Vietnam, the Philippines, Thailand and Malaysia, with many moving further down to Burma and finally crossing the Indian border to settle in the northeastern parts of India. The oral tradition of the Bene Ephraim, which explains how their ancestors migrated from ancient Israel to India, describes the same route, but adds that they did not stop in the north-east of India, but moved further down south.
In its present context the community of the Bene Ephraim appears to follow (Goldschmidt 2006: 386) .
A similar process appears to be at work in the case of the Bene Ephraim.
Irrespective of whether or not the leaders of the Bene Ephraim were aware of the existence of the Bene Menashe back in the 1980s, in the end they claimed a genealogical connection to this community, which had already become visible in the mass media, attracted the attention of organisations like Amishav and Shavei Israel, and, more recently, came to be recognised as a Lost Tribe by the Sephardi Chief Rabbi of Israel. By claiming a connection to an Indian community, which had already been accepted as Israelite, the Bene Ephraim groups demonstrated yet another route for establishing a 'genealogical link' to the rest of the Jewish world.
Bene Ephraim as historians: narratives of an ex-Dalit group
As we mentioned above, some Judaising movements embraced Jewish culture while looking for ways to embed their past in a more specific narrative of origin than the one available to them through conventional historical sources.
Some have argued that because their earlier history was unclear, nobody could prove that they were not Jewish. This is how Goldschmidt's informant put it, continuing to reflect on the relationship between African Americans and Ethiopian social and economic reasons. To note just a few such constraints, most of them cannot afford to abstain from daily wage work on Saturdays, or eat only kosher food, because keeping meat and dairy products separate is highly problematic for sheer lack of kitchen utensils.
As we will demonstrate in the following section, community leaders have recently started insisting on stricter practice among their followers. However, they also appear to be increasingly realising the importance of 'proving' their We suggest that it is in this context that the efforts of the Yacobi brothers aimed at constructing their past could best be understood. Renegotiating histories and historical memories is often an important aspect of redefining collective identities (Baumann 2002 , Webber 2007 . As the example of other Judaising groups demonstrates, it appears to be very much the case for communities that have embraced Jewish identity in the twentieth century. It is noteworthy that in Kothareddypalem the date changing event occurred shortly after Sadok Yacobi came back from his trip to Israel, where he would have had a chance to register the importance that reconstruction and documentation of Jewish history is accorded by the state (Katriel 1999 , Abu El-Haj 2001 . In the following section, we will demonstrate that the Yacobi brothers' search for the Jewish roots of the Bene Ephraim has led them to not just producing 'new' historical evidence, but also to re-negotiating community boundaries.
The 'other' Bene Ephraim
Recently When we asked David whether it was acceptable for the community that his wife used to be Christian, he said it was not a problem at all. Referring to Shmuel Yacobi's research presented in Cultural Hermeneutics, he pointed out that his wife was a Madiga and that all Madigas were once Jewish. He conceded to marry a Christian Madiga woman because she was ready to 'go back' to Judaism.
When we asked Sarah about her community affiliation, she said that she was Jewish because she was a Madiga, and that she was willing to immigrate to Israel.
During our stay in the field, we observed two more such marriages in which both the Jewish Madiga grooms and the Christian Madiga brides unequivocally adopted the Yacobi's claim of a Jewish past.
The same theme appeared in our conversation with Joseph, a Christian
Madiga from Kothareddypalem, who was a distant relative of the Yacobi brothers. Judaism is concerned, these groups are more syncretic in their practice than the Kothareddypalem community, and have adopted only a limited number of the elements of the rabbinic tradition.
Conclusion
The accepted by rabbis but on dreams and spiritual calling. As Webber observed, 'like all social groups, Jews are constantly redefining themselves -which today means also reformulating the main features of their historical consciousness ' (1997: 275) .
The historical consciousness of the Bene Ephraim appears to have undergone some radical changes since the community openly engaged with the Jewish tradition. It remains to be seen if this engagement will also affect the perceptions of Jewish culture current in other Jewish communities around the world, and whether it will broaden their understandings of Jewish history.
